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ABSTRACT

This monograph examines Operation Eagle Claw, the attempt to rescue the American
hostages held in Iran, for planning considerations pertinent to similar operations. It focusses
specifically on the principle of war Unity of Command as a command and control imperative for a
Joint Task Force composed of multiple services, organizations, and agencies.

To great extent Operation Eagle Claw's history may parallel the characteristics of
contingencies facing today's Armed Forces. An unexpected crisis erupts, intense media coverage
thrusts it before domestic and international audiences, a Joint Task Force is formed of all U.S.
services, and a military operation is launched to protect and further American interests abroad.
Because of the potential similarity between Operation Eagle Claw and future crisis situations, the
operation's command and control aspects are relevant for today's planners to study.

Operation Eagle Claw failed. The failure can be directly attributed to a failure of
leadership in ensuring Unity of Command. Although a dangerous and difficult mission, the
operation's undoing was not the impossible nature of the task assigned to the force, nor an
unfortunate measure of "bad luck." The failure of Operation Eagle Claw was preventable given
strong leadership and a cohesive rescue force. These qualities were lacking, and the absence of
Unity of Command was ultimately the causal reason for the operation's many difficulties.
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ABSTRACT

This monograph examines Operation Eagle Claw, the attempt to rescue the
American hostages held in Iran, for planning considerations pertinent to similar
operations. It focusses specifically on the principle of war Unity of Command as a
command and control imperative for a Joint Task Force composed of multiple services,
organizations, and agencies.

To great extent Operation Eagle Claw's history may parallel the characteristics of
contingencies facing today's Armed Forces. An unexpected crisis erupts, intense media
coverage thrusts it before domestic and international audiences, a Joint Task Force is
formed of all U.S. services, and a military operation is launched to protect and further
American interests abroad. Because of the potential similarity between Operation Eagle
Claw and future crisis situations, the operation's command and control aspects are
relevant for today's planners to study.

Operation Eagle Claw failed. The failure can be directly attributed to a failure of
leadership in ensuring Unity of Command. Although a dangerous and difficult mission,
the operation's undoing was not the impossible nature of the task assigned to the force,
nor an unfortunate measure of "bad luck." The failure of Operation Eagle Claw was
preventable given strong leadership and a cohesive rescue force. These qualities were
lacking, and the absence of Unity of Command was ultimately the causal reason for the
operation's many difficulties.
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Introduction

Command and control was excellent at the upper echelons, but became more
tenuous and fragile at intermediate levels. Command relationships below the
Commander, JTF, were not clearly emphasized in some cases and were
susceptible to misunderstandings under pressure.

On 4 November 1979 the American Embassy in Tehran was overrun by a
mob. In the ensuing takeover 53 Americans were taken hostage. Figuratively
speaking, America itself was held hostage as well, captivated by the nightly
counting of the days of the crisis on television. The world's greatest superpower
appeared powerless to counter the terrorist actions of a small mob of university
students.

Increasingly desperate for a solution to the diplomatic stalemate, President
Carter ordered a bold rescue attempt. In the early morning hours of 24 April
1980, less than six months after the beginning of the crisis, a Joint Task Force
composed of components from every military service failed dramatically in an
effort to free the hostages. In the aftermath of the rescue attempt international
humlhatlon was added to injury. American citizens were mfunated when media
coverage showed Iranians desecrating American servicemens' bodies. As the
crisis progressed it became a major campaign issue for the Carter Administration.
The hostage drama did not end until two minutes after Ronald Reagan took the
Oath of Office. The military operation's failure to end the crisis had ultimately
contributed to a presidential election defeat.

In many ways Operaﬁon Eagle Claw was very much like contingencies
now facing the U.S. Armed Forces. An unexpected crisis erupts; intense media
coverage thrusts it before domestic and international audiences: a Joint Task
Force (JTF) is formed; and an operation is launched. Successful resolution of the
crisis can mean political triumph for an Administration; failure can spell both
political and military disaster for the nation.

Operation Eagle Claw offers a military planner lessons that span many of




the Battlefield Operating Systems (BOS). Of particular importance is Command
and Control (C2). FM 100-5 states that the Army will operate "as part of a joint,
combined, or interagency team."* Planning and execution of Operation Eagle
Claw involved the National Command Authority, every armed service, the
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), the Department of State (DoS), foreign
governments including Egypt and Oman, and even American and foreign private
citizens. As a C2 challenge Operation Eagle Claw is a forerunner of today's joint,
interagency and combined operations. Lessons learned from the tragedy of
Operation Eagle Claw are directly relevant to operations facing today's military
planners.

This monograph examines the command and control arrangements for
Operation Eagle Claw. It focusses specifically on Unity of Command as a
planning and operational imperative for a JTF containing multiple organizations.
In this monograph Unity of Command means: "all forces operate under a single
commander with the requisite authority to direct all forces employed in pursuit of
a common purpose.”’

Chapter One examines the national level direction of Operatioﬁ Eagle
‘Claw. The chapter outlines the planning and decision-making process and
addresses the role of the Special Coordinating Committee. [t concentrates
specifically on Dr. Zbigniew Brzezinski, the National Security Advisor, and his
role in forging Unity of Command at the national level. Chapter Two covers the
basic plan for the hostage rescue attempt and sets the stage for understanding the
complex nature of the operations at Desert One. The chapter examines whether
the plan's design contributed to the failure to establish Unity of Command, and
whether the plan's complexity increased the likelihood that command and
communications would fail. The tactical direction of the operation is covered in
Chapter Three. The chapter analyzes six factors contributing to the operation's
ultimate failure: service involvement, movement to and actions at Desert One,

C3, Operations Security, the lack of rehearsal, and the physical environment. All




of these factors had a significant negative effect on command and control.
Chapter Four concludes the monograph with a review of the fundamental factors

causing the operation's failure and considerations for future operations.




Chapter One: National Level Direction of Operation Eagle Claw

"In the midst of all this was Brzezinski, the strong-willed, Polish-born hardliner,
whose task was to coordinate and synthesize the different views of the
Departments of State and Defense and the C.1.A. and present them to the
President.™

The structure of the command and control system during Operation Eagle
Claw can be understood in two parts: national and tactical level direction. The
official after-action review of the mission, the Holloway Report, concludes that
command and control was excellent at the national level, but "fragile” and
"tenuous" below the Joint Task Force level.’ Integration of the national and
tactical levels is not unprecedented for sensitive military operations. What was
unique and a major contributing factor to the disaster at Desert One 1s the
extreme centralization and compartmentalization of the operation below the
national level. The centralization and compartmentalization created several
separate "stovepipe” channels of tactical C2 at the Desert One site. The
"stovepipe" organization of the tactical level contrasts with the national direction
of the rescue attempt. National level direction was unified through the Special
Coordinating Committee (SCC) chaired by Dr. Zbigniew Brzezinski, President
Carter's National Security Advisor (NSA).
| The SCC was a standing crisis-management committee led by the strong-
willed Dr. Brzezinski.® His own description of the committee provides perhaps
the most concise depiction of its high-level composition and charter:

[ chaired scores of meetings, and they were attended
frequently by the Vice President; the Secretaries of State,
Defense and Treasury; the Director of Central Intelligence;
the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; the Attorney
General, and the President's legal counsel, press secretary
and chief of staff. The S.C.C. thus became a broad-based
body, coordinating all facets of our response, ranging from
the diplomatic to the military to the financial, as well as
public relations and domestic policies.’

From Dr. Brzezinski's description it is clear the SCC incorporated the key




government representatives from the departments most concerned with national
security policy and directly involved in the efforts to resolve the crisis. Dr.
Brzezinski's depiction of the SCC, however, does not reveal the magnitude of his
personal role in influencing development of military options for resolving the
crisis. He consolidated his own influence by dividing the SCC's focus.

Dr. Brzezinski quickly split measures to resolve the crisis into two
approaches: the diplomatic and economic, and the military.® The full
representation of the SCC, chaired by Dr. Brzezinski, charted the diplomatic and
economic approach. Early in the crisis, however, the military option became the
exclusive concern of a much smaller cell that included only senior officials of the
State Department, Department of Defense, Joint Chiefs of Staff, Central
Intelligence Agency, and the National Security Council. This small cell operated
outside the framework of the much larger SCC, and its activity was tightly
compartmented.” Brzezinski described the cell and its charter:

I presided also over a small and highly secret group,

involving only Harold Brown [Secretary of Defense],

General Jones [Chairman of the JCS], and Stan Turner

[Director of Central Intelligence], which was concerned with

the development of military options. None of the other

members of the SCC were permitted to take part in the

meetings of this group, and we often met in my office rather

than in the Situation Room."
Brzezinski's influence, however, extended beyond this select cell. He also was
the undisputed master of the SCC's agenda and tightly controlled committee
access to the President.

Dr. Brzezinski generally opened meetings of the SCC with a brief
summary of President Carter's guidance to the various government agencies. He
then announced the agenda. The agenda was not announced before the meeting
ostensibly because of the daily changes in the situation. Immediately after the

meeting Dr. Brzezinski would review a summary and then deliver it to the

President. The President would then review the summary and make brief




comments in the margins, which Brzezinski would then issue as guidance to the
SCC's members the next day."

Thus Dr. Brzezinski personally chaired every meeting of the SCC and the
military planning cell, controlled their actions and influence, and served as the
routine, almost exclusive, conduit for information between the SCC and the
President. His capability to control directly the meetings of both policy groups
gave him disproportionate power. Brzezinski's ability to influence the agenda and
products of both the full SCC and the smaller cell consolidated his control over
all aspects of national security policy. Theoretically the President controls
national security policy personally, but the de fucto principal for national policy
during the Iranian crisis was Dr. Brzezinski.

Other cabinet members and representatives of the SCC resented
Brzezinski's exclusive control of the planning for the military option."? Their
resentment, however, was without effect. Brzezinski had moved very early in the
crisis to seize and consolidate the reins of power over the military planning.
Within two days of the embassy takeover by the Iranian students, Dr. Brzezinski
had even personally visited the Special Operations Division in the Pentagon and
"instilled in the planners a sense of urgency.""” Throughout the crisis he
maintained personal contact with the military planners, frequently circumventing
the Chairman of the JCS and the Secretary of Defense. Thus, no one could
challenge Dr. Brzezinski's authority and assert control over the military option
planning cell. No one was more familiar with the compartments of the evolving
operation, and no one else'enjoyed his authority when dealing with the senior
officials of the JCS, Defense Department, State Department, and the CIA.

The one man who might have challenged Brzezinski's preeminence did
not. Secretary of State Cyrus Vance was disenchanted with his role in the Carter
administration. His unhappiness can be traced to at least two factors: his highly-
publicized feud with Dr. Brzezinski and his philosophical disagreement with the

President on how to best deal with the crisis.




Gary Sick points out that in the second year of the Carter Administration

the much-touted Vance-Brzezinski rivalry was "still quite muted."" The hostage
crisis was, however, to bring into the open what had until then been smoldering
beneath the surface. Secretary Vance had set two conditions for accepting
nomination as Secretary of State: first, that he would be the President's
spokesman on foreign policy; second, that he would be given the opportunity to
counter any foreign policy advice Dr. Brzezinski gave before the President made
a decision.”® During the course of the hostage crisis Secretary Vance was not the
foreign policy spokesman and he lost the influence and access to counter Dr.
Brzezinski.

Dr. Brzezinski first assumed the role of de facto foreign policy spokesman
on 1 November 1979. At an Algerian independence celebration in Algiers, Dr.
Brzezinski met with the Iranian Prime Minister Bazargan and his Foreign
Minister Ibrahim Yazdi.' Vance later described this meeting as "unfortunate."
Secretary Vance asserted that the meeting between Dr. Brzezinski and the Iranian
Prime Minister and Foreign Minister had weakened their influence and
strengthened Khomeini."" Dr. Brzezinski later pled innocent to the charge he had
invaded the Secretary of State's turf and asserted that Bazargan had sought the
meeting. Nevertheless, Vance saw Dr. Brzezinski's actions as an intrusion into
State Department business that, in fact, led to Prime Minister Bazargan's
resignation just five days later. Bazargan's resignation cleared the way for
Khomeini's consolidation of power. Secretary Vance's second condition allowing
him to counter any advice Brzezinski gave the President was violated
immediately before the failed rescue attempt. President Carter made the decision
to mount the military operation while Vance was vacationing in Florida. Both
incidents illustrate just how isolated Secretary Vance had become from the
President. The incidents also illustrate how dominant Dr. Brzezinski was in the
small circle managing the crisis.

The actions of the U.S. Ambassador to Iran, Ambassador Sullivan, helped




to worsen the relationship between the President and Secretary Vance.
Ambassador Sullivan did not believe the President's policy was correct, and he
did not faithfully represent it with allies and the Iranians. President Carter grew
to doubt his ambassador's competence and willingness to represent U.S. policy.
Because of this the President dispatched a military man, General Huyser, to Iran
to overtly shadow Ambassador Sullivan and monitor his activity. Ambassador
Sullivan and General Huyser reported the situation in Tehran differently. The
difference between Ambassador Sullivan and General Huyser caused the
President to recall Sullivan.'® Vance intervened and argued emphatically that
changing ambassadors during the crisis would worsen the situation. President
Carter relented, but Sullivan from that point on had no influence.

Carter's frustration and anger with the conduct of the State Department is
evident in his description of the situation:

As [ compared what he [General Huyser] told me with what

our Ambassador in Iran had done and said, I became even

more disturbed at the apparent reluctance in the State

Department to carry out my directives fully and with

enthusiasm. Its proper role was to advise me freely when a

decision was being made, but then to carry it out and give

me complete support once I had issued a directive."
President Carter was so angry he personally summoned and then lambasted State
Department desk officers in a special meeting he called just for the occasion.
Although "there had not been any differences” between his position and his
subordinates on the National Security Council staff, President Carter then also
spoke to Dr. Brzezinski's people "to balance the slate."*

Throughout the early development of the crisis President Carter found his

NSC in almost complete harmony with both the Department of Defense and his
own beliefs in how best to approach the problem, but felt confronted by his State
Department. President Carter described the relationship, "I hardly know the desk
officers and others in State, but work very closely with NSC people."*' The

isolation of the State Department from the President increased the relative
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importance and latitude of Dr. Brzezinski.

Secretary Vance personally contributed to Dr. Brzezinski's power by not
attending SCC meetings. His refusal to participate effectively surrendered any
potential influence over the SCC's agenda.”? This left the unchallenged control of
the SCC's development of the military option to Brzezinski. Vance admits this in
his memoirs, "Political oversight and coordination of this military planning on the
civilian side was handled by Brzezinski and Brown."*

Dr. Brzezinski took full advantage of the situation and tightened his
control over the military option by creating a much smaller cell of solely
executive agents within the SCC. This cabinet-level "steering committee”
consisting of the Secretary of Defense Harold Brown and Chairman of the J oint
Chiefs of Staff David Jones effectively controlled the planning and development
of the Delta Force rescue option. President Carter initially included Vance in this
small circle, but because he refused to participate Secretary Vance exerted no
influence. As the crisis progressed Vance became even more remote and
unhappy with the Administration's course. The schism between Vance and the
President served only to widen the discretion exercised by Dr. Brzezinski.

National level planning and control of the military option was centralized,
clear and decisive. The key actors understood the conditions which would cause
the President to order execution. The mission's objective was also clear. The
wisdom of concentrating that much power in the hands of Brzezinski and the
gradual exclusion of the "unbeliever” Vance is, of course, debatable. The
President was not completely isolated, but he received most of his information
about the crisis through of Dr. Brzezinski. Nevertheless, the delineation of
authority within the Executive Branch was clear, and the result was strong unity
of command. Brzezinski effectively ran the show, and the President generally
approved the recommendations, decisions, and actions of his National Security
Adviser. As the Holloway Report correctly states: "Command and control was

excellent at the upper echelons."**




Chapter Two: The Force and the Plan

“What used to be a simple decision has become a complex plan, and the word of
command has turned into lengthy dispositions, based on time-tables and other
data.”™

To understand the events at Desert One, it is necessary to first understand
the entire hostage rescue plan, including the force built to execute the plan. The
design of aircraft loads, structure of specific elements, timing of events, and
locations of activities at Desert One all depend on later planned tasks. Some
aspects of the mission are still classified, but many participants have documented
the substantive details in their memoirs, articles and books. The plan as outlined
in this chapter is from Colonel Beckwith's book Delta Force and Colonel James

Kyle's book The Guts to Try. Colonel Beckwith and Colonel Kyle were the

senior officers at Desert One. Colonel Kyle's book is a more credible source and
is relied upon when the two accounts diverge because Colonel Kyle's work is
better documented.”

Operation Eagle Claw called for the rescue forces to take off from the
aircraft carrier U.S.S. Nimitz and Masirah Island in the Gulf of Oman, infiltrate
Iran during hours of darkness, hide during the next day, and then strike the
embassy the following night and immediately exfiltrate from a remote airfield
within Iran. If everything went well, in less than 48 hours the rescue force would
free the hostages.

Unlike the National level planning and control, which was
centralized, clear and decisive, the rescue plan called for decentralized,
autonomous planning, control, and execution by multiple elements often
physically separated by hundreds of miles. Given a strong leader and good
communication equipment this difficulty might have been overcome, but the
imposition of radio silence further complicated the situation. The design of the

plan also had significant command and control weaknesses. The absence of a
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single commander, combined with the plan’s complexity, made the probability of
success unlikely.
THE FORCE

The structure of the rescue force was highly-fractured. The rescue force
consisted of at least thirteen separate sub-elements, without a single unifying
factor that could join all of them as a team.

The first element of the rescue force was Delta. The size of this
contingent changed throughout the months of planning for the mission. Seventy
personnel was the initial figure for transportation and operational planning.”’ The
Delta Force was essentially a U.S. Army force composed of men from Special
Forces and Ranger backgrounds. The number of men in Delta's element
eventually rose to 93 operators and staff personnel.?® Delta Force had been
formed despite strong opposition in the U.S. Army's Special Forces community,
which had fielded an organization called Project Blue Light as a viable
alternative to fielding Delta Force. After bitter in-fighting between the Army
Chief of Staff and the Army's Special Forces leadership, Delta was chosen to be
the organization tasked with antiterrorist strike operations.

The second subunit was a 13-man special operations team tasked with
assaulting the Iranian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The team was to rescue the
U.S. chargé d'affaires and two State Department colleagues being held separate
from the main body of hostages in the U.S. embassy. The element was drawn
from a Special Forces unit stationed in Germany, and had only trained with the
Delta Force infrequently. The element, nevertheless, was under the operational
command of Colonel Beckwith, the Delta Force commander.” The planned
command and control relationship gave Colonel Beckwith operational control of
an element that was separated by a mile of downtown Tehran. Additionally,
Colonel Beckwith would be leading Delta in the assault while trying to control
the Special Forces element. Adding to the complexity, Colonel Pitman was

tasked with overseeing the assault of the Ministry of Defense: "He [Colonel
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Pitman] was riding in the back of [Helicopter] No. 5 because that aircraft was to
make the pickup of Bruce Laingen at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Pitman
[a Marine] was to ensure that part of the mission went according to plan."* The
lack of Unity of Command is already apparent in examining the interaction and
control of these first two sub-elements of the rescue force. A Marine officer
flying in a helicopter under radio silence was to "ensure” that an Army Special
Forces team inside a building and under the operational control of a distant
element's commander accomplished its mission.

The third element in the rescue force was a 12-man Road Watch Team
from Lieutenant Colonel Sherm Williford's Ranger Battalion. Major Jesse
Johnson and Captain Wade Ishimoto from Delta were in charge of this team
tasked with ground security of the road near Desert One.”' The two Delta officers
had never met or trained with this element until just days before the mission’s
execution.

The fourth subcomponent consisted of twelve soldiers armed with Redeye
missiles. Their purpose was to protect the force from Iranian air attack.™
Because there are no references to this element in open sources, its role and
control cannot be addressed.

The fifth working element in the plan was a team of eleven Farsi linguists
tasked to transport the rescue force in trucks and vans from the hide site, Desert
Two, to Tehran. This element would communicate with local inhabitants as
required to lessen the conspicuous character of the rescue force. These linguists
were drawn from both military and civilian sources. One linguists was a U.S.
Navy captain from the Naval War College.™

The helicopter crews constituted the sixth major element of the rescue
force. Within this sub-element the pilots were Marine aviators, with a token
representation of Navy and Air Force personnel. The selection of these crews
remains one of the most contentious issues in the literature surrounding Operation

Eagle Claw, as already examined above.
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The seventh element of the rescue force was the U.S. Air Force Combat
Control Teams on the ground at Desert One. The Combat Control Teams would
direct the airplanes during the refueling operation. This element was under the
control of U.S. Air Force Major John Carney.™

The eighth element involved in the rescue force was the transport and
tanker C-130s flying the rescue force into Desert One and refueling the
helicopters. These aircraft were under the control of Lieutenant Colonel Kyle,
assisted in his control duties by Major Carney.

The ninth element the plan called for were the Navy fighters basing from
the U.S.S. Nimitz. This element would participate if called in to support the
force with air strikes.*> The fighters would have remained under the control of
the Nimitz. Following the abandonment of Desert One, Colonel Beckwith called
for this element to strike the abandoned helicopters at Desert One. The request
was disapproved at the national level due to concern for the Iranians left behind at
Desert One.

The tenth element of the rescue force was a CIA agent. His mission was
to provide information on the activities of the Iranian students at the U.S.
embassy, select the planned hide site for Delta and routes to and from the U.S.
embassy, identify potential checkpoints and the locations of Iranian reaction

3 The agent remained

forces, and other details of concern to the rescue operation.
under the control of the CIA.

Four DoD agents inserted into Tehran made up the eleventh element of
the rescue force. The agents were to confirm the activity of the Iranian students
at the U.S. embassy and assist in Delta's planned operations. Colonel Beckwith
insisted on these agents, because he believed he needed his own people to tell
him what the situation was at the target site.”’

The twelveth subunit was the group of approximately 100 Rangers under

the command of Lieutenant Colonel Sherm Williford. The Rangers operated

independently from Delta. Their task was to secure the landing strip near
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Manzariyeh.*®

The thirteenth sub-element was made up of two [ranian generals who had
‘no specific mission assigned to them and were not under anyone's explicit
control. These individuals were added at the last minute to the rescue force,
apparently for no good tactical military purpose, but for political considerations. 3
They had not participated in any rehearsals, nor were they formally assigned
physical positions on aircraft. They were not familiar with the plan, and did not
know any of the participants.

Within the fractured structure of the rescue force lay the seeds of disaster.
No one commanded all the elements present at Desert One. Some elements
literally worked together for the first time during the operation. The chances of
all the moving parts coming together to perform as a cohesive unit were, thus,
remote. Unity of Command had not been designed into the rescue force. Perhaps
a strong leader known and recognized by all the elements might have overcome
the faulty organization to save the rescue mission. A strong, charismatic leader
might have unified command through the sheer force of will. Unfortunately, the |
command of the rescue force was also fractured. Instead of a strong leader in
charge at Desert One, there were four different major element commanders
representing three separate services: Army, Air Force, and Marine. There was no
Unity of Command.

The rescue force's design was flawed. The design did not ensure Unity of
Command. The fractured nature of the force hampered development as a team,
and inhibited mission execution. The plan's complexity exacerbated the already
significant problems inherent in the force's design.

THE PLAN: NIGHT-ONE

As planned, the operation would start with three MC-130s departing the
island of Masirah off the coast of Oman (see Appendix A: Figure One). The three
MC-130s were to transport the Delta Force, truck drivers, a US Army Ranger

roadblock team, translators, a Special Forces team, and USAF combat controllers.
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A total of 139 personnel would arrive at Desert One under cover of darkness.*

The time schedule called for the first MC-130 to depart at dusk, one hour
ahead of the remaining two aircraft. The lead aircraft would arrive before the rest
of the force to make sure the area was clear for landing (see Appendix A: Figure
Two). Three additional aircraft (EC-130s modified to serve as ground tankers)
would follow. The ground tankers carried 1-8,000 gallons of jet fuel for the
inbound helicopters. Concurrent with the MC-130 flight, eight RH-53 Sea
Stallion helicopters would depart from the USS Nimitz. The Nimitz was sailing
in the Gulf of Oman approximately fifty nautical miles south of the Iranian coast.
The eight helicopters would head for Desert One, located 265 nautical miles
south-east of Tehran to refuel and pick up Delta Force. The site lies in a giant
salt desert at 33° 05' N by 55° 48' E, and this particular region's desolation made
detection less likely.*! The plan called for the helicopters to fly in four sections
of two helicopters each from the Nimitz to the coast of Iran. When near
populated areas the helicopters were to fly in an echelon formation with the
"heavy" side away from villages (see Appendix A: Figure Threé). An-echelon
formation lessens the chances of visual detection. The plan called for the
helicopters to fly over open desert in a simple staggered trail formation to
improve control of the flight formation (see Appendix A: Figure Three).

On landing at Desert One the advance party on the lead MC-130 was
responsible for positioning the roadblock team. The roadblock team consisted of
U.S. Army Rangers and Delta Force individuals. The plan tasked the USAF .
combat controllers to set up landing zones on the north and south sides of the
road that bisected Desert One and start a TACAN signal beacon to guide in the
aircraft. The time schedule called for the second and third MC-130s to land at
Desert One with the remainder of the Delta Force approximately an hour later.*

At this point in the plan the entire rescue force would be moving in
separate elements. The plan's success hinged completely on making critical times

because the limiting factor for successful infiltration were the hours of darkness.
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The chances were nil of a successful infiltration during daylight. None of the
elements could communicate with each other due to the imposition of radio
silence. The absence of Unity of Command and the inability to communicate
with other elements made success contingent on meeting the time schedule.
Hinging the plan on a detailed time schedule executed by separate elements made
the plan very fragile; failure to meet the time schedule meant the mission would
fail. Had there been a single commander with the authority and capability to
direct all the forces the rescue force could have dealt with unforeseen
contingencies. As the situation at this point existed, however, there was no
margin for error. This demand for strict adherence to the plan and the lack of
flexibility caused by the absence of Unity of Command contained the seeds of
disaster. The helicopter flight had difficulty in reaching Desert One, and their
inability to inform a commander and seek an alternative course of action based on
the overall situation caused the mission to become unsynchronized.

According to plan, two of the three EC-130s would land three to six
minutes behind the Delta Force's MC-130s. On arrival of the two EC-130s, the
two leading MC-130s would depart Desert One and return to Masirah. The
departure of these two MC-130s would reduce congestion at the site. The third
EC-130 tanker would then land, making four aircraft at Desert One: two EC-130s
on the north side of the road and one EC-130 on the south side along with an MC-
130. The planned called for the remaining MC-130 on the south side of the road
to carry 500-gallon blivets aboard as a backup fuel supply (see Appendix A:
Figure Four).”

The helicopters would arrive at Desert One approximately fifteen minutes
after the third EC-130 tanker landed. Each helicopter would then receive 1,750
gallons of fuel, after which the Delta Force would immediately board the
helicopters and proceed to the hide site (see Appendix A: Figure One). Should all
eight RH-53s arrive at Desert One, three would marshal behind each of the two

tankers north of the road and the remaining two would marshal behind the tanker
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on the south side. Should only six helicopters arrive, the plan called for two
helicopters behind each EC-130 tanker.* Unless six helicopters - a minimum
number the air planners thought necessary to lift the combined wei ght of the
rescue force - were able to depart and fly to the next location, the rescue force
would abort the mission.*

The planned site configuration for refueling the helicopters did not allow
for "friction” in their arrival order at Desert One. The USAF combat controllers
would have to play an important part in jockeying the aircraft behind the tankers.
The combat controllers had the ability to communicate with every air crew at
Desert One using radios. During execution, however, the combat controllers
relied on face-to-face communication and ground guides to direct the helicopters.
The darkness and other conditions made it difficult to direct helicopters using
ground guides and this further complicated the situation at Desert One.

The plan allowed forty-five minutes to complete the refueling and loading
operation at Desert One. After loading the rescue force the helicopters would fly
for approximately two hours and ten minutes to a landing zone near the planned -
hide site. The planned hide site was approximately sixty miles southeast of
Tehran. At the landing zone, Delta would link-up with two Department of
Defense (DoD) agents. These agents infiltrated Teheran several days before the
operation. The agents would lead Colonel Beckwith and his men five miles

“overland to a remote wadi sixty-five miles southeast of Teheran.* The Delta
Force would hide in abandoned salt mines and make final preparations for the
strike on Night Two.

After refueling the helicopters the four aircraft (3 EC-130s, and 1 MC-
130) would depart Desert One. The aircraft would then link up with KC-135
airborne tankers 120 miles south of the Gulf of Oman, and after in-flight refueling
return to the Masirah airfield.”

After dropping off Delta Force at the hide site - located at 35° 14'N by 52°
15'E - the helicopters would fly approximately fifty miles to the north.* Here the
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helicopter crews would establish a remote laager site near the town of Garmsar.
The crews would land, set up defensive positions, and camouflage the aircraft
prior to sunrise. The helicopters and crews were to remain hidden until Colonel
Beckwith called them to extract the hostages and the Delta Force during the Night
Two strike operation. The plan called for all forces are to be concealed by dawn.

After the rescue force infiltrated, JTF headquarters in Wadi Kena, Egypt,
would monitor Iranian communications. Monitoring would warn of mission
compromise and enable the JTF HQ to receive situation updates from agents in
the vicinity of the embassy.*’

THE PLAN: NIGHT-TWO

A Ranger force would take off at dusk on Night Two from Wadi Kena
aboard four MC-130s. The Ranger force was to seize an airfield at Manzariyeh to
allow safe extraction of the hostages and Delta Force from Iran (see Appendix A:
Figure Six). Four AC-130 gunships, one as a spare, were to depart Wadi Kena
shortly after these MC-130s. The gunships would refuel in flight, with only three
continuing on to Iran after refueling® The plan called for one of the gunships to
provide close air support for Beckwith's forces at the embassy. The second
gunship was to suppress any fighter ground activity at Mehrabad Airport on the
outskirts of Tehran. The third gunship would provide air support to the rescue
force during exfiltration from Manzariyeh. All aircraft flying to Iran were to be
refueled over Saudi Arabia by KC-135 tankers.

Ten minutes after the Rangers seized Manzariyeh airtield two C-141s
would land.’* One of the C-141s would handle any wounded or injured
personnel. The other C-141 would have airline-style passenger seats. These
aircraft would fly the hostages and rescue force out of Iran.

The plan tasked a DoD agent with the mission of driving Colonel
Beckwith into Tehran after dusk on Night Two. Colonel Beckwith would
reconnoiter Delta's planned routes during the drive.”> A bus would follow

Colonel Beckwith to infiltrate six driver teams. The driver teams consisted of a
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truck driv